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Abstract 
The present research investigates the role of the perception of the environment as a determining factor in choosing a conflict 
management technique. The study was conducted on a sample of 485 secondary school students involved in conflict management 
training. The proposed educational intervention intended to promote an increased awareness on the cognitive, emotional and 
social dynamics that characterize the conflict and allow a better understanding of the environment. The intervention facilitated a 
positive reading of the episodes of conflict, providing advanced instruments for their resolution and stronger motivation to apply 
them. In fact, the results of the research show that the students with the most positive perception of their schoolmates are also
those more willing to adopt constructive conflict management strategies. 
© 2010 Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
     Intense conflicts, bullying and cyberbullying today, are widespread phenomena among children and teenagers, 
for which schools and other institutions are constantly taking and updating counteractions. This article is based on 
part of the data collected during a pilot project aimed at testing the potential of mediation in the management and 
reduction of conflicts within groups of adolescents in schools. The work stems from the reconstruction of a 
theoretical framework, including elements from research both on mediation and on bullying, with specific attention 
on the role of bystanders in the evolution of conflicts. The central part of the work is the result of an empirical 
research conducted during an educational intervention on this topic, that has given interesting results about the 
group dynamics connected to conflict and bullying. 
Researches on bullying have been adopting different perspectives, from the investigation of the behaviour and 
the motivations of the single individuals involved (victims and aggressors) to the creation of models trying to 
extensively represent these phenomena and to support their interpretation. According to this latter point of view, 
“bullying [but we might say ‘conflict’] is an event that can be understood through the dynamics of groups with three 
or more components. This perspective suggests focusing not only on the bully or on the victim but on the inadequate 
mechanisms of the relationship, and it underlines the importance of an interactive culture” (Cuvelier, 2001). For 
instance, several studies in social psychology (Schuster 1996, Mummendy and Otten 1998) have shown that 
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inadequate conflict resolution’ skills (Perry, Perry and Kennedy 1992), or a poor level of management of in-group 
conflicts (Novara and Regulus, 2007) may lead to their degeneration in violence and bullying.  
Considering bullying as a group phenomenon (Smith et al., 1993), it has been observed that bullies act in order 
to gain higher status among peers (Salmivalli et al., 1996b, Pellegrini, Bartini and Brooks 1999) and their behaviour 
can be reinforced by other group-members. Bystanders may try to support the victims, adopt positive attitudes 
towards the deviant behaviour (Rigby, 1996), or simply do nothing (Salmivalli et al 1996). Since the spectators 
usually outnumber the participants involved in a conflict, their attitude can prove essential in determining the 
evolution of any conflict. It is important to stress that remaining passive does not mean remaining neutral: on the 
contrary, this attitude actually reinforces aggression, since it shows the bully that nothing will thwart his activity, 
and he is let free to pursue it. In fact, it has been observed that bullying is more likely to continue if peer bystanders 
are present (O’Connell et al., 1999). In the analysis proposed by Iannacone, incidents of bullying are described 
along two main dimensions: one is defined by a continuum between democracy and despotism, and the other is 
based on the continuum between being empowered (power) and “not knowing how to act” (impotence). When a 
group accepts the degeneration of conflicts into acts of verbal or physical violence and bullying, the aspects of 
despotism and impotence become dominant. In fact, according to some studies, aggression and victimization are 
characteristics which are common in groups with low quality of friendship or poor quality of dyadic relationship 
among its members (Garandeau and Cillessen 2005, Owen et all 2001). Active participation by members of the 
group seeking to restore a climate of “participatory democracy” brings benefit for all the members, bullies included 
(Iannacone 2005). 
As already introduced, the relevance of peer attitude in determining the spread of aggressive and bullying 
behaviour has recently become the focus of different researches. It’s been observed that social aggression, more than 
physical aggression “seems to be mostly shaped by a child’s environment. Children who have a socially aggressive 
peer group are likely to be socially aggressive themselves” (Brendgen 2008). At the same time, “witnessing a fellow 
student being harassed in the absence of personal experiences of victimization can increase student’s feelings of 
anxiety and school dislike” (Nishina & Juvonen, 2005). This is another example of how “bullying and victimization 
have system-wide negative consequences.” Moreover, as “the natural tendency of a social group is to perpetuate 
itself”, interventions can be successful only when the change involves the whole group, modifying the dynamics at 
the roots of the aggressive climate. (Cillessen 2008).  
Projects aiming to motivate bystanders to take action when witnessing aggressive behaviour among their peers 
need to take into consideration that “something prevents children from defending their bullied peers even if they 
think that it would be the right thing to do and have intentions of doing so” (Salmivalli 2009). The reasons for this 
lack of action go from the fear of becoming the next target to the idea that someone else will do it (bystander effect) 
or that such behaviour is considered acceptable by fellow students (pluralistic ignorance). 
On the other hand, it has been observed that believing that friends and parents would expect one to do something 
when witnessing aggressive behaviour among peers is a predictor of the expressed intention to intervene (Rigby, 
Johnson 2006). 
This results underline the importance of letting students talk about such issues, becoming aware of what others 
really think about bullying, and focusing on both peer relationships and emotional characteristics (Caravita, Di 
Blasio, Salmivalli 2009) when planning interventions which aim to promote positive conflict management among 
students. 
Programs dealing with conflict and bullying among children, which focus not only on those who are directly 
involved but on the whole school context, can achieve better and longer lasting results (Baldry and Farrington 2007) 
because they create an environment that is capable of absorbing the conflict and supporting its constructive 
management by the pupils.  
There are several strategies that are intended to enable effective cooperation among youth, which promote the 
ability to handle conflict in an autonomous and positive way, such as the circle of time (i.e. group discussions of 
different issues between teachers and pupils, enhancing mutual trust and active listening), the friend-operator (i.e. 
the activation within the class of a small group of comrades with functions of emotional or practical support of their 
peers) and peer education (ie. the sharing of information, attitudes or behaviours among peers) (Menesini, 2003).
Among these methods, school mediation (Ardon and Baldry, 2003; Benson and Benson, 1993, Johnson and 
Johnson, 1994; Cohen, 1995, Cowie and Sharp, 1996) is based on the idea of peer counselling: students learn 
techniques of active listening and facilitation of communication in order to help their peers to talk about conflicts 
and to find their own solutions for the management of conflicts: “Peer mediation is used as a preventive method to 
solve smaller conflicts before they turn to larger ones. The idea is to create a solution-oriented atmosphere where 
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conflicts are seen as a part of every day life and their resolution as a positive challenge more than a difficult and 
unpleasant task” (Gelling 2007).
2. Detecting conflict dynamics of the group and improving the quality of 
interpersonal relationships 
     Based on these considerations, the research conducted explores the relationship between the pupil’s perception of 
the school atmosphere and the methods of conflict management adopted in a project that intended to directly 
influence the quality of interpersonal relations in the schools. 
At the base of the project is the idea that it is necessary to make young people aware of the distinction between 
violence and conflict, emphasizing that conflict is not only part of everyday life, but that it is often the attempt to 
suppress it that leads to violence. Secondly, it is essential to permit children to become more aware of their own and 
of others' conflict dynamics in order to develop effective communication and relationship strategies for the pursuit 
of their goals. The ultimate intention was to promote a shared environment that would encourages students and 
school workers to take an active part in preventing the escalation of the conflict, contrasting incidents of violence or 
bullying, and eventually preventing youth “mal de vivre” and marginalization through the acquisition of 
communication, emotional and negotiating skills.
The training course lasted five months and mainly included interactive tasks such as group discussions, 
workshops and role-playing, with minimal formal training. The purpose was to achieve a path that would make the 
students able to handle conflict situations on their own, making them the protagonists of a change that should 
involve the whole institutions. The project was carried out in 9 schools in Milan, differing in level, specialization, 
social context and location, involving 19 classes of which 12 middle school classes and 7 high school classes, for a 
total nearly 400 students. 238 hours of training on conflict were provided in the high schools (were the intervention 
was more articulate, and achieved the best results); 168 hours in the middle schools and 72 hours of training on 
conflict and new technologies within both levels of schools. At the high school level the project included the 
promotion of mediation desks administered by the students, under the supervision of professional mediators. 
Scientific research was conducted for the whole duration of the project, with three broad objectives of 
investigation: 
1. reconstruction of the representation of conflict among the students, and the most widespread management 
techniques adopted; 
2. monitoring of the situation regarding young people and conflict in and outside school, combined with the 
detection of the students' perceptions of the situation in their school before and after the training intervention; 
3. collection of data on the use of new technologies and their impact on conflicts. 
Besides assessing the impact of the intervention and its rating, the research intended to define an instrument 
which could detect the objective situation in the schools, identify those most in need of an intervention and modulate 
its design according to the specific needs.
To achieve these results it was necessary to create a survey instrument which, by the combination of different 
ways of data collection, could provide an as complete as possible picture of the phenomena object of interest and of 
any eventual change in their characteristics. The questionnaire for these investigations was structured to mix 
different types of content: 1) free evocations / associations, used at the opening of the questionnaire, to detect the 
student’s first representation of conflict, 2) direct questions, to gather opinions and explicit representation of the 
respondents, 3) representative stimuli, a series of scenarios to deepen the analysis of non explicit cognitive 
mechanisms guiding the students in the assessment and management of a conflict; 4) confirmation questions, to 
check the degree of confirmation of previously covered topics; 5) scales, the Moral Disengagement Scale, to assess 
the use of moral disengagement strategies by children; and the Emotional Intelligence Scale, which detects the 
ability of children to read and express emotions.  
For the analysis conducted in this paper, the following measurements were extrapolated:  
Conflict representation: the representation of conflict by the students was investigated through three open, 
evocative questions and a series of statements proposing a more constructive vision of the conflict, or a less 
constructive vision with which they could state their level of agreement.  
School atmosphere: three set of questions concerned the perception held by the students about their school and 
investigated the frequency of problematic situations related to the theme of conflict, and the most common reactions 
of bystanders, both peers and adults. 
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2. Detecting conflict dynamics of the group and improving the quality of 
interpersonal relationships 
Conflict management: strategies of conflict management have been investigated through two different types of 
questions. A first set proposed a range of different conflict management strategies (going from avoidance to attack, 
to negotiation and creative approach) and asked the student to evaluate their effectiveness, adopting a rational, 
cognitive approach. A second group of questions was based on three scenarios in which children should identify 
themselves with, thus indicating their possible reactions and responses to the stimulus proposed. The scenario is an 
extremely useful tool, as respondents can feel less directly involved, which increase their level of sincerity. The 
three scenarios were related to: an embarrassing photo/video of a shy classmate, a fight between schoolmates, a 
particularly nasty and provocative friend. 
The questionnaire was submitted to the students before the beginning of the training and at its end, in two 
different but comparable versions. In the second questionnaire the open questions remained untouched, while the 
direct questions and the three scenarios were modified, but covered the same topics as in the first one, allowing a 
confrontation between the results obtained. As many students, especially the younger ones, manifested some 
difficulties in compiling all of the first questionnaire, which included forty questions and two scales, the second one 
reported only the questions which resulted as most relevant in the first data analysis conducted. The scales and the 
questions assessing the diffusion of new technologies among the students were dropped. 
The total sample of the first questionnaire consisted of 485 pupils, of which 318 girls (65.6%) and 161 boys 
(33.4%), attending middle school (49%) and high school (51%).  
The personal data collected showed no special features or anomalies in the sample: the respondents mostly came 
from families where the parents are still married, only in 22% of the cases were the parents separated, divorced or in 
different family situations. Regarding the socio-economic level, this was a sample of medium to high extraction: the 
parents of the interviewees had a high school diploma in 50% of cases (39% out of the total sample), and a 
university diploma in 30 % (25% out of the total sample). In more than half the cases they had an office job. The 
remaining half of parents is distributed between freelance/creative work, entrepreneur, retired/unemployed / 
housewife and factory work.  
The second questionnaire was submitted only to the students who had participated in the training course, and its 
main objective was to detect any changes in the representation of conflict and school environment, as well as in the 
favourite conflict management techniques chosen by the students interviewed. The total sample answering the 
second questionnaire consisted of 377 students, 64% female, 36% male, 65% from middle school and 35% from 
high school.  
3. Questionnaire results and discussion 
3.1. Conflict representation 
     First questionnaire: if the images and emotions evoked by the word “conflict” are mostly negative and detect pain 
and discomfort in interpersonal relationships and the management of conflicts, the questions investigating a more 
theoretical representation of this phenomenon see the students making far more positive statements. Conflict 
remains a struggle, but also a time for confrontation that can lead to a positive solution, and can improve the 
relationships, or help to solve problems. It seems important to underline that, even if almost all of the images 
evocated refer to isolation, suffering, loneliness and strong discomfort, the representation of conflict from a more 
rational point of view include very limited cases where the respondents agreed with the proposed non-constructive 
options (i.e. to resolve a conflict we should attack the other person, or impose our own solution, or that the conflict 
ruins relationships).  
Second Questionnaire: the open questions confirm the association of conflicts to scenarios of war and quarrels, 
and with feelings of anger and hate, but at the same time show an opening to more positive representations such as 
that of discussion and exchange of ideas. As already seen in the first questionnaire, the closed questions reported a 
more constructive and positive point of view. Comparing these results with those of the first questionnaire, not only 
the number of respondents who see the conflict as the end of a relationship diminish, but there is an increase in the 
number of those who consider the conflict itself as a mean to learn about oneself and others, which requires the 
suspension of judgment and the exchange of numerous questions. These improvements are most pronounced among 
high school respondents. 
In the analysis of the two following sets of questions, some further distinction has proved to be extremely 
relevant. Through cluster analysis, respondents sharing a common vision of their schoolmates were divided into 
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three groups and were later compared on the perception of the school atmosphere and in the main conflict 
management techniques indicated. The three groups are thus characterized by a vision of their peers as: 
• Supportive - the members of this group see their schoolmates as more willing to help comrades in distress, to act as 
peacemakers and to exclude the aggressors; 
• Unreliable - the members of this group see their schoolmates as basically uninterested in what happens, erratic and 
not very incisive in providing help; 
• Hostile - the members of this group see their schoolmates as likely to exacerbate the conflict, joining the stronger 
party, marginalizing victims and rarely actuating positive interventions. 
3.2. School atmosphere 
     First Questionnaire: A general overview of the data shows that the students have a generally positive perception 
of what happens in school with regard to the frequency and gravity of incidents of violence or conflict. From the 
responses of the students it is clear that a certain level of mocking and insults, division into groups and the 
consequent exclusion of some pupil by his peers is actually very common in schools. The respondents also signal 
cruel jokes and theft, while the issues related to physical violence are reported on a much lesser extent.  
The group that sees their peers as more hostile is also the one reporting the highest frequency of episodes of 
conflicts.  
When evaluating the adult’s behaviour, respondents with the most negative perceptions of their peers manifest 
the lowest opinion regarding the way adults react to conflicts among students. This difference is particularly 
pronounced with regard to the more negative behaviours adults can adopt (such as pretending not to notice what’s 
happening or minimizing those episodes). 
Second questionnaire: A comparison between the means obtained in the first round of questionnaires and those 
detected with the second round has shown an improvement in the perception of the school by the students. The 
change in the representation of the school environment and of the frequency of episodes of conflict is more 
significant among high school students, where the training was longer and more articulated.  
Table 1. School atmosphere perception



















fun of other students 
3,74 3,47 ,008 3,70 3,35 ,001 
Exclusion of students 
from peer’s groups 
3,33 3,17 ,147 3,51 3,08 ,000 
Verbal abuse 3,40 3,15 ,024 3,10 2,64 ,000 
Heavy, cruel jokes 2,93 2,81 ,294 2,52 2,04 ,000 
Treat 2,06 2,00 ,599 1,79 1,48 ,001 
Thief 2,56 2,43 ,304 2,17 1,86 ,003 
Moreover, it is possible to observe a significant shift in the distribution of respondents among the three groups 
Supportive, Unreliable and Hostile. The percentage of students that consider their peers as supportive grows, while 
both the other two groups decrease. Once again the students who see their peers as more hostile assess a more severe 
evaluation regarding their school environment.





Supportive peers 31% 47% 
Unreliable peers 27% 23% 
Hostile peers 42% 30% 
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3.3. Conflict management 
     First questionnaire: The sample tends to respond in a compact way, showing a good level of knowledge to the 
more theoretical questions on how to resolve conflicts, and also the comparison of the three groups do not highlight 
significant differences. As previously observed however, the answers obtained in the more abstract questions and 
those given in the scenarios (more concrete) are differentiated, with the “abstract” knowledge resulting more 
positive and advanced. In the “new technologies” scenario it is possible to see how the group perceiving their peers 
as supportive is also the most inclined to take positive action. The answers to the scenario on the fight after a 
basketball match are subjected to a similar trend. The students in the “Supportive” group are not only more inclined 
to take positive action to resolve the conflict, but also less inclined to choose one of the least constructive options, 
such as join the fight or stick around and cheer. In the scenario involving a “friend”, thus being closer to the 
personal affections of respondents, the trend of responses once again shows the differences between the three 
groups. The answers that differentiate the three groups the most are those relating to the propensity to “let go” and 
avoid a quarrel, which were the responses preferred from the “Supportive” group. Once again it is possible to 
observe differences in the propensity to react in a negative way, (punching the opponent, or giving a rude answer) 
options preferred by the “Hostile” group of students.  
Table 3. Compared means of the scenarios








ICT  Show the photo to friends 1,47 1,49 1,70 ,031 
 Tell Elena not to show the 
photo to anybody 
3,96 3,57 3,70 ,042 
 Tell an adult 1,90 1,58 1,63 ,037 
 Tell the victim 3,54 3,14 3,20 ,027 
Fight  Call an adult 3,19 2,78 2,64 ,001 
 Separate the fighters 3,85 3,56 3,56 ,049 
 Watch and cheer 1,30 1,49 1,59 ,022 
 Jump into the fight 2,14 2,47 2,46 ,064 
Provocative friend  Punch him 1,80 2,00 2,13 ,058 
 Nasty answer 3,56 3,67 4,00 ,003 
 Avoid him 3,50 3,10 3,00 ,002 
 Don’t take notice 3,29 2,66 2,66 ,000 
 Ignore him 3,37 2,88 2,88 ,002 
 Ask advise from friends 3,08 2,70 2,90 ,040 
Second questionnaire: the results obtained in the first questionnaire are confirmed in the second one. The three 
groups (which changed in the proportion of respondents belonging to each category) were substantially 
homogeneous in responding to the most abstract questions, but differentiated in their responses to the scenarios. It 
confirms the inclination of the “Supportive” group’ students (i.e. students who perceive their peers as mostly 
supportive) to choose more constructive strategies of conflict resolution, and of the “Hostile” group’ students (i.e. 
those who see their peers as mostly hostile) to choose aggressive actions.
4. Conclusions 
     In conclusion, the study appears to highlight the importance of the perception of the environment by students as a 
determining factor in choosing a conflict management technique. The proposed educational intervention, promoted 
an increased awareness on the cognitive, emotional and social dynamics that characterize conflict. It gave a better 
understanding of the environment, while facilitating a positive reading of the episodes of conflict, and providing 
advanced instruments for their resolution in addition to stronger motivation to apply them. 
The questionnaire proved to be a useful instrument in the evaluation of the respondent’s perception of the school 
atmosphere concerning conflict and its management and produced useful indications on the more relevant 
dimensions which influence the way students react to conflict. 
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